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"OUR  GOOD  SIDE  CAN  BE  OUR  BLIND  SIDE' 

"If  the  light  that  is  in  thee  be  dark- 
ness, how  great  is  that  darkness  1" 

Matthew  6:23b 


I  have  bad  news  for  you  today  and  I  have  good  news* 
The  bad  news  is  this;   We  are  more  vulnerable  to  evil  than 
we  think.    We  can  be  corrupted  by  our  virtues  as  well  as 
our  vices .    While  we  ride  herd  on  our  weaknesses  the  devil 
can  make  use  of  our  imagined  strengths.,    Our  good  side  can 
be  our  blind  side 

Don't  shoot  me,  I'm  only  the  courier!    The  words 
belong  to  Jesus0    They  form  part  of  that  "simple"  Sermon 
on  the  Mount  that  people  want  us  to  get  back  to  as  though  it 
were  as  comfortable  to  live  with  as  the  "Readers  Digest,, " 
Here  it  is:    "If  the  light  that  is  in  thee  be  darkness ,  how 
great  is  that  darkness  I"    Which  being  interpreted  means , 
if  what  you  imagine  to  be  your  pluses  are  really  your  minus- 
es you're  in  real  trouble . 

Real  trouble  because  what  we  assume  to  be  our  good 
points  generally  go  uncriticized.  Our  liabilities  we  scruti- 
nize., but  our  assets  stand  unchecked.  Therefore,  we  must 
take  care  lest  our  imagined  good  work  an  unintended  evih 
The  elder  brother  was  as  far  from  his  father's  heart  as  the 
prodigal  was  from  his  father's  house* 

"If  the  light  that  is  in  thee  be  darkness,  how  great 
is  that  darkness  !"    This  truth  has  all  sorts  of  ramifications 
for  us  as  individuals .    Perhaps  on  another  day  we  will  look 
at  some  of  those    This  truth  also  has  bearing  for  us  as 
citizens  of  the  United  States .    On  this  national  holiday  week- 
end let  us  see  how  it  applies  to  our  country . 

We  pride  ourselves  on  being  champions  of  the  under- 
dog.   The  lady  in  the  harbor  with  the  light  in  her  hand  sym- 
bolizes our  posture  toward  the  oppressed.    Our  fathers,  as 


underdogs,  threw  off  the  yoke  of  Great  Britain.    But  it  may 
very  weii  be  that  on  this  point  we  are  living  more  on  reputa- 
tion than  performance.    Like  the  church  in  Sardis  we  have 
a  name  that  we  are  alive;  in  fact,  we  may  be  dead. 

Some  of  the  oppressed  within  our  shores  feel  this 
way.    Sensitive  blacks  for  a  long  time  in  this  country  have 
had  trouble  with  the  closing  words  of  The  Pledge  of  Allegiance 
-  " . . .  liberty  and  justice  for  all. " 

Many  of  our  liberal  institutions  are  not  quite  as  liber- 
al as  they  are  cracked  up  to  be.    (And  there  is  nothing  harder 
for  a  liberal  to  bear  than  the  discovery  that  history  has 
passed  his  liberalism  by0)    I  think,  for  example,  of  trade 
unions .    Let  us  never  forget  their  historic  and  heroic  begin- 
nings o    Before  unionism  became  a  part  of  our  national  life 
the  working  man  was  hoplessly  fragmented.    He  could  speak 
but  he  did  not  have  to  be  heard.    There  are  three  components 
necessary  for  the  production  of  wealth;   land,  labor  and  capi- 
tal.   Land  was  selling  at  a  good  price.    Capital  was  bring- 
ing a  healthy  return.    But  in  those  distant  days,  pre-union 
times,  labor  was  not  worth  much.    Through  litigation  in  the 
courts,  through  strikes,  lockouts  and  picketing,  and  through 
much  violence,  unions  established  the  right  to  be.    The  right 
to  be  there  for  the  oppressed. 

But  today  labor  is  no  longer  a  movement  in  this  coun- 
try, it  is  an  empire.    Somewhere  along  the  way  the  founding 
vision  has  evaporated,  and  the  cutting  edge  has  been  blunted . 
I  think  specifically  of  the  Teamsters  and  their  needless  con- 
test with  migrant  farm  workers  on  the  west  coast  which  has 
beclouded  the  issue  and  injured  the  cause  of  some  of  the 
most  oppressed    people  of  the  land.    I  think  of  a  statement 
issued  out  of  Miami,   Florida  this  past  week  by  the  Construc- 
tion Trades  Department  of  the  AFL-CIO  showing  that  hard- 
hats  and  hard-hearts  sometimes  go  together.    The  statement 
rejected  the  quota  system  as  a  means  of  helping  minorities 
gain  more  meaningful  employment.     However  legalistic  a 
quota  system  might  be  it  has  the  merit  of  attempting  to  cor- 
rect long  standing  abuses. 

The  church  is  somewhat  in  the  same  fix.    To  be  a 
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Christian  is  to  care0    Over  the  years  we  have  shown  our 
caring  in  forms  that  were  proper  to  their  time,,    We  have 
developed  hospitals  and  orphanages,  day-care  centers  and 
schools j  halfway  houses  and  a  host  of  other  institutions. 
But  we  seem  so  unready  to  respond  to  current  need  by  giv- 
ing the  poor  and  the  oppressed  some  social  and  political  em- 
powerment, 

As  a  young  man  I  revolted  against  those  lines  of 
James  Russell  Lowell: 

"New  occasions  teach  new  duties 9 
Time  makes  ancient  good  uncouth." 

They  struck  me  as  weakening  the  absolute  character  of  the 
Christian  ethic    But  I  was  wrongs    Love  is  the  continuing* 
unchanging  absolute.    But  the  forms  of  love,  the  vehicles 
through  which  love  expresses  itself  are  always  open  to 
change c 

The  so-called  "Black  Manifesto"  that  was  addressed 
to  the  churches  and  synagogues  of  America  was  an  indict- 
ment against  a  mode  of  relating  to  the  oppressed  that  is  no 
longer  viabie0    However  choice  our  past  benefactions  may 
have  been  they  do  not  adequately  meet  the  needs  of  the  dayc 
Maybe  this  is  why  Isaiah  advised  years  ago  that  we  should 
"Learn  to  do  goodo .  • "  (Isaiah  lsl7a)    How  to  do  the  good  we 
feel  requires  constant  study .    The  battle  ribbons  of  earlier 
wars  will  not  win  the  battles  of  today 0    "If  the  light  that  is 
in  thee  be  darkness  j,  how  great  is  that  darkness  I" 

We  pride  ourselves  on  being  a  bastion  of  anti -com- 
munism.   And  we  have  earned  this  reputation.    There  are 
millions  around  the  world  who  look  to  us  to  play  this  rolet 
Our  power  is  the  only  power  that  can  counter-vail  against 
the  power  of  the  Soviet  Union  on  a  global  scale,  and  it  is 
vital  that  a  balance  of  power  be  maintained,,    By  way  of  per- 
sonal testimony  s  there  is  no  vignette  that  I  have  heard  or 
seen  of  life  in  the  Soviet  Union  that  would  make  me  wish  to 
live  there  rather  than  here.    The  not-so -long-ago  invasion 
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of  Czechoslovakia  bespeaks  a  ruthlessness  that  should  make 
us  continuously  wary. 

But  our  anti -communism  has  a  way  of  giving  us  a 
distorted  picture  of  reality,,    Abroad  it  can  make  us  go  with 
the  compulsion  of  a  paranoid  to  every  nation  on  the  earth  to 
find  out  whether  they  are  friend  or  foe  -  for  us  or  against 
us.    When  will  we  learn  that  every  enemy  of  Russia  is  not 
necessarily  our  friend!    When  will  we  discover  that  for  the 
nations  of  the  Third  World,  the  question  whether  they  are  for 
us  or  Russia  is  almost  totally  irrevelanto 

At  home  the  anti -communist  mania  can  lead  to  the 
repression  of  reform...    Virtually  every  organization  and 
every  leader  who  has  moved  for  reform  in  this  country  has 
been  accused  of  being  a  communist0    The  National  Council 
of  Churches  has  borne  with  this  onus  ever  since  its  start 
even  though  no  one  has  ever  flushed  out  a  single  communist 
there.    In  scurrilous ,  underground  yellow-papered  pam- 
phlets Martin  Luther  King,  Jr.  was  billed  as  a  communist. 
Cesar  Chavez  is  being  tarred  with  the  same  brush  today. 

We  play  into  the  hands  of  communism  when  we  try  to 
suppressforces  of  reform.    The  best  defense  against  com- 
munism is  the  speedy  correction  of  abuses  on  which  com- 
munism feeds.    Let  it  be  remembered  that  it  was  the  intran- 
sigence of  the  Orthodox  Church  aligned  with  the  instransi- 
gence  of  the  Czars  that  gave  the  Russian  revolution  its  chance. 
This  is  why  I  cannot  understand  why  the  president  of  the 
largest  food  chain  in  the  United  States  will  not  sit  down  with 
a  representative  group  of  proven  moderates  to  discuss  hiring 
practices,  shelf-stocking  and  contract-letting.    Unless  it  be 
true  that  Ann  Page  and  Jane  Parker  have  something  to  hide 
after  all.    "If  the  light  that  is  in  thee  be  darkness,  how  great 
is  that  darkness  I" 


We  pride  ourselves  on  being  a  nation  that  was  built 
on  hard  work.    And  this  is  true.    We  were  assisted  nobly  by 
good  climate  and  adequate  resources,  but,  loosely  speaking, 
the  Protestant  Ethic  has  produced  a  remarkable  track  record 

-  4  - 


in  this  country  -  as  it  did  in  Holland  and  Germany  and  Great 
Britain,  and  as  it  is  still  doing  in  transplanted  form  in  Japan 
today o 

But  the  virtue  of  industry  has  a  way  of  incapacitating 
us  for  leisure,  for  joy,  for  relaxation,  for  the  expression 
of  the  passive  virtues ,  for  concern  about  the  quality  of  life0 
The  young  people  who  are  opposed  to  our  system  are  not 
opposed  to  it  on  theoretical  grounds .    Most  of  them  would 
not  know  one  economic  theory  from  another.    They  donst 
like  what  our  job  preoccupation  is  making  of  usa    We  seem 
to  them  like  a  company  of  manipulated  zombies ,  victims  of 
a  national  compulsion  to  see  the  Gross  National  Product  go 
up  and  up  and  up  each  year0 

The  first  part  of  the  commandment  ought  to  be  di- 
rected toward  the  lazy  ones  -  "Six  days  shait  thou  labor  and 
do  all  thy  worko"    But  the  other  half  belongs  to  us  industri- 
ous types  -  "The  seventh  day  is  the  Sabbath  of  the  Lord  thy 
God0    In  it  thou  shalt  not  do  any  work0"    It  is  not  without 
significance  that  books  are  beginning  to  come  from  the  press- 
es that  purport  to  teach  us  how  to  relax,  how  to  celebrate 9 
yes  ,  and  how  to  play. 

Besides,  the  obsession  with  hard  work  has  a  way  of 
making  us  evaluate  and  see  each  other  in  terms  of  vocation- 
al identity,,    Here  is  an  individual  who  is  a  child  of  Godc    He 
bears  the  royal  mark.    When  someone  asks,  "What  are  you?" 
he  replies,  'Tin  a  plumber*"    He  choses  to  define  himself 
by  what  he  does  for  a  livings    It  reminds  one  of  the  grim 
epitaph;  "Born  a  man,  he  died  a  grocer* " 

Frequently  when  we  couple  the  word  "man"  with  a 
particular  vocation  we  find  it  linguistically  necessary  to 
lessen  the  force  of  "man0"    Man  -  foreman,  man  -  news- 
man, man  -  motorman  -  salesman,  fireman,  policeman,, 
In  pronouncing  these  compound  words  we  accentuate  the 
function  and  de-emphasize  the  man6    The  Random  House  un- 
abridged dictionary,  in  a  word  like  "foreman,"  renders  the 
"a"  phonetically  as  an  inverted  "eB"    It  has  lost  its  power. 

Man  was  made  in  the  image  of  God0    He  was  pro- 

-  5  - 


nounced  such  before  he  was  commissioned  to  take  care  of 
the  garden.    He  is  man  first  and  worker  second.    If  we  kept 
this  truth  foremost  in  our  hearts  we  would  not  feel  so  hostile 
toward  families  on  welfare.    We  feel  ill  toward  such  people 
because  they  do  not  function  productively .    "If  the  light  that 
is  in  thee  be  darkness,  how  great  is  that  darkness!" 


We  pride  ourselves  on  the  separation  of  Church  and 
State,    Standing  here  in  a  pulpit  that  is  historically  Baptist 
one  feels  inclined  to  encourage  thanks  to  God  that  this  prin- 
ciple is  still  honored  in  the  land.    We  have  been  spared  many 
of  the  miseries  that  other  nations  have  known  that  have  not 
been  so  careful  in  this  matter.    History  bears  ample  testi- 
mony to  the  damage  that  can  be  done  when  clericalism  pre- 
vails, and  the  harm  that  can  be  loosed  when  one  faith  be- 
comes the  Established  faith  and  public  funds  are  available 
for  its  supportc 

But  we  are  not  rendering  a  service  to  this  Republic 
when  we  insist  that  any  moral  issue  that  has  political  impli- 
cations should  be  off-limits  to  the  religious  community. 
Frankly,  I  don't  understand  how  the  President  of  the  United 
States  could  suggest  to  Billy  Graham  that  he  ought  to  stay 
out  of  politics  for  the  good  of  his  ministry f    (Perhaps  we 
should  see  the  statement  in  its  fullness  to  be  fair.)    But  if 
this  means  that  a  man   must  protect  his  hearing  by  allowing 
himself  to  be  emasculated  as  a  prophet  is  the  hearing  worth 
it?    Is  the  man  of  God  supposed  to  take  no  side  on  issues 
that  divide  the  nation?    And,  more  importantly,  do  we  real- 
ly mean  that  the  political  process  in  this  country  should  go 
on  devoid  of  prophetic  input? 

Most  every  problem  that  racks  your  heart  and  mine 
these  days  eventually  runs  into  the  arena  of  politics.    They 
become  political  but  they  are  not  first  or  essentially  politi- 
cal.   They  are  basically  moral.    When  the  principle  of  sep- 
aration is  carried  to  unpardonable  degrees  we  will  leave 
the  cpestion  of  war  to  the  generals;  we  will  leave  pollution 
control  to  industry;  we  will  leave  the  national  budget  to  the 
economists;  welfare  standards  to  the  governors;  internation- 
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al  trade  policy  to  the  State  Department;  and  arms  control  to 
the  diplomats.    Then  God  help  us  ail! 

Surely  there  ought  to  be  a  way  by  which  we  can  honor 
the  principle  of  separation  of  Church  and  State  while  still 
making  room  for  dialogue,  discussion  and  confrontation  be- 
tween the  prophetic  and  the  political  in  our  country* 

Weil,  that!s  the  bad  news.    It  is  not  enough  to  worry 
about  our  sins,  we  must  pay  attention  to  our  righteousness 
as  weilo    While  we  are  concentrating  on  such  known  weak- 
nesses as  race,  the  mafia,  drugs,  pollution,  and  urban 
blight,  we  must  also  be  aware  that  unrighteousness  can 
sneak  into  the  house  from  our  good  sidec 

I  have  good  news,  too,    God  understands .    He  knows 
our  frame.    He  remembers  that  we  are  dust.    He  knows 
that  our  best  policies,  our  most  perfectly  conceived  inten- 
tions are  invariably  canckered. 

Have  you  ever  thanked  God  for  what  the  Psalmist 
prayed?    "Who  can  understand  his  errors?    Cleanse  thou 
me  from  secret  faults ."  (Ps0  19?  12)    Secret  faults  are  not 
faults  that  we  hide  from  God.    They  are  the  faults  that  are 
hidden  from  our  less  than  perfect  sighto 

It  dates  me  when  I  tell  you  that  I  can  remember  the 
baritone  voice  of  Edward  McHugh  coming  over  radio  regu- 
larly years  ago  singing: 

"Forgive  the  sins  I  have  confessed  to  thee. 
Forgive  the  secret  sins  I  cannot  see/' 

"Thou  has  set  our  inequities  before  thee,"  said  the  Psalm- 
ist, "our  secret  sins  in  the  light  of  thy  countenance . " 

(Ps.  80s9) 

In  addition,  God  has  a  way  of  making  us  at  least 
partly  aware  of  our  unrecognized  weaknesses  by  raising  up 
"enemies"  to  confront  us.    Our  friends  will  never  tell  us. 
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They  are  too  much  a  part  of  us,  far  too  gentle  with  us.    I 
am  driven  increasingly  to  believe  that  if  the  church  is  ever 
to  be  the  church  it  must  listen  in  a  new  way  to  criticism 
from  the  outside.    If  the  United  States  is  to  reach  its  poten- 
tial under  God  it  must  listen  to  what  the  critics  are  saying. 
Not  to  buy  it  all,  but  because  unfriendly  voices  have  a  way 
of  piercing  our  pride  and  getting  us  to  rid  ourselves  of  our 
national  illusions.    Maybe  this  is  why  the  Bible  tells  us  to 
love  our  enemies.    We  need  them.    Without  them  we  would 
be  further  astray  than  we  are. 


"If  my  people  which  are  called  by  my  name  will  hum- 
ble themselves  and  pray,  and  seek  my  face  and  turn  from 
their  wicked  ways ;  then  will  I  hear  from  heaven,  and  will 
forgive  their  sin,  and  will  heal  their  land."    (II  Chron.  7:14) 
"If  the  light  that  is  in  thee  be  darkness,  how  great  is  that 
darkness  I"    But  such  is  the  mercy  of  God  that  he  forgives 
our  virtues  and  our  sins  alike! 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Bless  us,  O  God,  as  a  people,  with  the  will  to 
make  this  land  as  strong  in  righteousness 
as  it  is  in  wealth  and  power. 

Keep  us  from  mistaking  pronouncements  for 

deeds,  or  from  elevating  ourselves  through 
flattering  comparisons  with  other  nations. 

Make  us  humble  and  teachable  that  we  may 
advance  Thy  will  on  earth. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen. 
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